SERMONS 

FROM      RIVERSIDE 

"ON  GIVING  AWAY  THE  SLEEVES  OF  YOUR  VEST" 

"...I  will  not  offer  burnt  offerings   to 
the  Lord  my  God  which  cost  me  nothing.  " 

(II  Samuel  24:24) 

Dr.  Ernest  T.  Campbell 


NOVEMBER  14,  1971 


Digitized  by  the  Internet  Archive 

in  2012  with  funding  from 

Princeton  Theological  Seminary  Library 


http://www.archive.org/details/sermonongivingawOOcamp 


*0N  GIVING  AWAY  THE  SLEEVES  OF  YOUR  VEST" 

"...I  will  not  offer  burnt  offerings   to 
the  Lord  my  God  which  cost  me  nothing.  " 

(II  Samuel   24:24) 


Whatever  David  did,  he  did  in  a  big  way!   When  he 
sinned,  he  sinned  boldly.   When  he  played,  he  played 
skillfully.   When  he  fought,  he  fought  vigorously.  When 
he  loved,  he  loved  ardently;  and  when  he  worshipped,  he 
did  so  with  integrity  and  conviction.   Small  wonder  that 
we  think  of  him  as  a  man  after  God's  own  heart. 

The  Scripture  of  the  day  catches  up  with  Israel's 
second  king  at  that  point  where  the  nation  was  under 
divine  judgment  for  attempting  to  take  a  census  in  op- 
position to  the  will  of  God.   Just  why  this  census  was 
forbidden  is  not  clear.   But  the  pestilence  that  fol- 
lowed in  its  wake  was  all  too  clear  and  real. 

God  in  His  mercy  cut  short  the  punishment.   David, 
out  of  a  sense  of  profound  thanksgiving,  determined  to 
offer  up  a  sacrifice  to  God.   He  approached  a  farmer  by 
the  name  of  Araunah  in  the  vicinity  of  Mount  Moriah. 
This  humble  citizen,  awed  by  his  Majesty's  intention, 
offered  his  threshing  floor  and  oxen  to  the  king  free 
of  charge. 

But  David  insisted  on  paying.   His  words  commend 
themselves  to  our  consciences  even  to  this  day:  "...I 
will  not  offer  burnt  offerings  to  the  Lord  my  God  which 
cost  me  nothing."   Incidentally,  Araunah 's  floor  went 
on  to  become  the  site  of  Solomon's  magnificent  temple. 

We  don't  believe  in  sacrificing  animals  today. 
We  do  not  look  upon  God  as  one  who  needs  to  be  either 
placated  or  thanked  in  this  manner.   But  let  us  not  as- 
sume in  our  sophistication  that  we  have  out-grown  the 
need  for  honesty  and  generosity  in  our  response  to  the 
Almighty. 


How  easy  it  is  to  give  that  which  costs  us  noth- 
ing!  This  is  like  giving  away  the  sleeves  of  our  vests 
Such  an  exercise  allows  us  the  sensation  of  doing  some- 
thing without  diminishing  us  one  whit. 

There  is  much  of  this  in  our  society,  especially 
among  people  who  call  themselves  liberals.   I  have  in 
mind  folks  who  are  willing  at  the  drop  of  a  hat  to 
give  away  someone  else's  prerogatives,  someone  else's 
feelings,  someone  else's  money.   Such  people  have  been 
characterized  as  "limousine  liberals."   They  can  be 
found  1°  left  of  center  in  hard  times,  and  10°s  right 
of  center  when  the  issue  at  stake  affects  them  person- 
ally.   They  are  quite  willing  to  tell  other  people 
what  to  do  with  what  they  have,  but  frequently  have 
little  of  their  own  substance  riding  on  the  line. 

So  we  sit  back  and  say  there  ought  to  be  a  mall 
on  Madison  Avenue,  just  like  that;  thereby  giving  away 
the  retail  business  of  the  Madison  Avenue  shopkeeper. 
Or,  we  opt  avidly  for  the  demolition  of  old  buildings 
for  which  we  have  no  feeling  and  in  which  we  have  not 
lived,  in  the  interest  of  urban  renewal;  thereby  giv- 
ing away  what  belongs  to  those  tenants  --  their  memo- 
ries ,  their  associations,  yes,  and  their  identity.  Or, 
in  keeping  with  the  day,  we  insist  that  justice  should 
be  liberalized.   We  espouse  a  greater  leniency  toward 
the  convicted  criminal;  thereby  giving  away  the  right 
of  the  victim  to  secure  satisfaction  before  the  law. 
It  is  an  easy  thing  to  give  away  that  which  costs  us 
nothing.   It's  just  like  giving  away  the  sleeves  of 
your  vest! 


But  this  is  rambling.   Actually,   the  focus  of  my 
concern  today  is  not  society,  but  the  church.   And  not 
the  church  in  general,  but  this  church  in  particular. 
And  the  subject  is  precisely  money. 
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I  make  it  my  business  not  to  know  what  any  member 
of  this  church  gives.   But  in  looking  at  the  overall 
statistics  one  comes  to  a  recognition  of  the  fiscal 
facts  of  life  at  Riverside.   Those  facts  drive  one  to 
conclude  that  many  of  our  members  insofar  as  steward- 
ship is  concerned  are  merely  giving  away  the  sleeves 
of  their  vest.   They  are  giving  that  which  costs  them 
nothing. 

Forty-seven  percent  of  the  members  of  this  church 
make  no  pledge  at  all.   Which  being  interpreted  means 
that  they  are  under  no  discipline  in  this  area,  that 
they  are  not  given  to  sacrifice,  that  they  have  no  set 
plan  to  indicate  that  they  have  come  to  terms  with  their 
wealth.   If  every  pledging  family  of  this  church  were 
to  give  three  percent  of  his  annual  income  to  the  church 
our  budget  would  double  immediately  and  our  mission  to 
the  city,  to  the  nation,  and  the  world  would  be  consid- 
erably enlarged.   "...I  will  not  offer  burnt  offerings 
to  the  Lord  my  God  which  cost  me  nothing." 


Now  the  question,  Why  are  we  so  easily  satisfied 
to  give  to  God  that  which  costs  us  nothing?   The  rea- 
sons are  many.   Let  me  suggest  a  few.   For  one  thing, 
we  all  have  a  tendency  to  accept  the  privileges  of  the 
church  without  bearing  a  fair  share  of  the  responsibil- 
ities .   We  have  a  way  of  distancing  ourselves  from  the 
church's  needs.   We  practice  a  deliberate  "not-knowing." 
We  prefer  a  certain  aloofness ,  feeling  that  what  we  do 
not  know  will  not  get  on  our  consciences.   At  the  same 
time  we  want  the  church  to  be  there  when  we  need  it. 

I  must  confess  that  I  do  not  have  much  scientific 
curiosity.   My  son  always  wants  to  know  how  that  car- 
tridge works  when  it's  pushed  in.   I'm  so  far  removed 
from  any  scientific  bent,  that  I  just  enjoy  pushing  it 
in  and  hearing  the  music  come  out.   I  have  no  desire 
to  know  what  the  receiving  arm  is  like  inside  the  cas- 
sette recorder.   I  don't  care  much  about  how  a  car 
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works.   I  like  to  turn  the  key  and  listen  to  the  thrum 
of  the  engine.   I  don't  understand  the  miracle  of  tele- 
vision.  I  just  like  to  turn  the  switch  and  see  the 
"big  window"  light  up,  and  watch  my  program  come  on. 

Some  people  are  this  way  with  the  church.   They 
don't  care  very  much  about  how  it  works  on  the  inside. 
They  would  like  to  know  that  when  they  come  on  Sunday 
the  building  will  be  heated,  if  it's  wintertime;  that 
the  organ  will  be  in  good  repair;  that  someone  will 
play  it  ably;  that  there  will  be  ushers  on  hand  with 
bulletins  to  distribute;  that  the  choir  will  be  in  good 
voice;  that  the  minister  will  have  something  to  say 
that  will  pass  for  a  sermon  without  being  too  boring. 
We  like  to  feel  assured  that  announced  programs  will 
click  off  smartly  the  Monday,  Tuesday,  Wednesday, 
Thursday,  Friday,  and  Saturday  following.   In  short, 
we  prefer  to  play  it  cool.   But  the  only  reason  why 
some  of  us  can  play  it  cool  is  because  others  are  play- 
ing it  hot ! ! 

Another  reason  why  we  tend  to  offer  God  that  which 
costs  us  nothing  is  because  we  bring  to  the  area  of 
stewardship  the  mind-set  that  we  use  in  our  business 
dealings  in  daily  life.   Most  of  us  grapple  constantly 
with  the  problem  of  shrinking  dollars  and  soaring  costs. 
A  war  of  nerves  goes  on  relentlessly  between  ourselves 
and  those  who  would  sell  us  their  goods  and  services. 
Our  aim  is  to  get  as  much  as  we  can  for  as  little  as 
possible . 

When  it  comes  to  the  church  we  are  in  serious 
trouble  when  we  approach  an  opportunity  to  give  with 
bargain-mindedness  --  how  much  can  I  get  for  how  little! 
What  is  the  least  that  I  can  give  and  still  be  consid- 
ered respectable  by  those  who  know?   I'm  afraid  that 
some  people  spend  thirty,  forty  and  fifty  years  in 
Christian  churches  around  the  world  without  getting 
their  stewardship  up  from  this  minimal  level. 

We  evaluate  our  gifts  in  the  light  of  what  they 
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will  mean  to  others  rather  than  in  the  light  of  what 
they  actually  cost  us.   I  remember  a  sharp  real  estate 
man  in  one  of  my  churches  who  came  forward  with  what 
many  considered  to  be  a  sizeable  contribution  to  a  new 
building.   He  was  giving  the  church  several  hundred 
shares  of  stock  for  which  he  had  paid  ten  times  the 
current  market  value .   The  church  got  the  current  mar- 
ket value,  but  he  got  credit  on  his  Income  Tax  Return 
for  a  contribution  in  the  amount  of  the  original  cost 
of  the  stock.   In  a  sense,  the  church  was  bailing  him 
out  of  a  mis -guided  financial  investment.   Mark  you, 
the  church  was  able  to  buy  brick,  and  stone,  and  cop- 
per with  his  gift.   But  the  gift  meant  nothing  to  him. 
This  is  the  point.   It's  not  so  much  what  your  gift 
will  mean  to  someone  else.   The  question  I'm  raising 
is,  what  does  that  gift  represent  to  you?   Paul  had  it 
right,  "...though  I  give  my  body  to  be  burned,  and 
have  not  love,  it  profiteth  me  nothing."  (I  Cor.  13:3) 

KJV 

But  the  most  important  reason  why  we  fall  into 
the  pattern  of  giving  to  God  that  which  costs  us  noth- 
ing, is  because  of  an  inability  to  recognize  a  growing 
capacity  to  give  as  our  station  in  life  improves.  That's 
a  fancy  way  of  saying  that  affluence  creeps  up  on  us. 
Very  few  people  in  our  society  are  admittedly  well  off. 

You  can  rate  your  affluence  by  thinking  about  the 
various  ways  in  which  people  approach  the  business  of 
eating  out.   When  you  are  really  low  on  cash  and  wish 
to  dine  out,  what  you  do  is  look  at  the  menu  posted  in 
the  restaurant  window.   If  the  arithmetic  is  on  the 
high  side  you  keep  moving.   When  you  have  a  little 
money  in  your  pocket  you  don't  stop  to  look  at  the  win- 
dow.  (It's  too  embarrassing.)   Rather,  you  go  inside, 
but  when  you  read  the  menu,  you  read  it  from  right  to 
left.   When  you  are  financially  strong  and  perhaps  have 
someone  along  whom  you  are  trying  to  impress  you  read 
the  menu  from  left  to  right  with  hardly  a  thought  to 
cost.   The  ultimate,  of  course,  is  to  go  to  one  of 
those  exclusively  fancy  places  where  there  are  no 


-  5  - 


prices  at  all  on  the  menu.  The  assumption  here  is  that 
if  you  have  to  ask  you  shouldn't  be  there  anyway!  Very 
few  of  us  these  days  are  studying  the  menus  in  the  win- 
dow.  Let's  face  it. 

What  happens,  my  friends,  is  that  every  time  there 
is  a  bit  of  slack  between  our  income  and  our  expendi- 
tures that  slack  is  immediately  taken  up  by  the  purchase 
of  the  next  item  on  our  want  list.   Those  wants  are  the 
product  of  clever  advertising  and  our  own  lusts. 

I  am  convinced  that  many  within  the  family  of  this 
church  could  do  far  more  than  they  think  they  can  be- 
cause affluence  has  crept  up  on  them  so  gradually  that 
they  do  not  fully  recognize  their  capacity  to  give. 

We  vacationed  years  ago  on  an  island  in  north- 
eastern United  States.   When  some  neighbors  heard  that 
we  were  going  there  they  suggested  that  we  look  up  some 
of  their  old  friends.   We  went  over  one  evening,  my 
wife  and  myself,  to  visit  these  people.   We  were  taken 
by  the  magnificence  of  the  estate.   It  boasted  a  huge, 
well  manicured,  professionally  gardnered  lawn.   Two 
long  sleek  limousines  stood  side  by  side  in  the  garage. 
A  yacht  waiting  to  go  out  to  sea  was  tied  to  an  attrac- 
tive dock.   Somewhat  intimidated  by  it  all,  we  rang  the 
door  bell  and  were  received  very  graciously  by  a  butler. 
We  were  asked  to  be  seated  for  a  moment  because  the 
lady  of  the  house  was  on  the  phone.   A  few  minutes  lat- 
er she  came  in.   She  was  the  epitome  of  hospitality, 
altogether  gracious.   She  began  by  apologizing  for 
keeping  us  waiting.   "We  always  call  our  daughter  in 
California  every  Friday  night,"  she  said,  "it  is  our 
one  extravagance."   She  said  this  innocently  and  sin- 
cerely.  She  had  graduated  to  this  level  of  affluence 
almost  unconsciously  and  had  come  to  accept  her  abun- 
dance as  par  for  the  course.   "...I  will  not  offer 
burnt  offerings  to  the  Lord  my  God  which  cost  me 
nothing. " 
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Yes,  you  say,  but  the  church  isn't  God.   The  min- 
ister is  trying  to  steal  a  base.   It  isn't  right  to 
move  from  David's  experience  of  offering  something  to 
God  to  a  church's  opportunity  in  stewardship.  The  church 
isn't  God,   And  how  it  isn't  God  I   But  I  dare  to  believe 
that  the  church  is  God's .   However  brokenly ,  we  are  His 
people ,  the  sheep  of  His  pasture ,  covenant  partners  with 
Him  in  history,  beneficiaries  of  His  grace,  bearers  of 
His  mission  in  the  world. 

A  church  that  receives  the  consecrated  gifts  of 
its  people  has  an  enormous  responsibility  to  exercise 
good  stewardship.   We  tend  to  think  of  stewardship  as 
belonging  to  the  giving  process.   But  stewardship  is 
also  very  much  involved  in  the  spending  process.   It  is 
an  awesome  experience  to  receive  money  from  the  people 
of  God  and  feel  the  weight  attached  to  a  proper  expen- 
diture of  those  funds.   Have  you  ever  thought  of  it 
from  that  side? 

My  experience  has  been  that  Riverside  is  a  zeal- 
ous overseer  of  its  expenditures.   It  seems  that  every 
time  we  spend  money  we  have  to  clear  it  with  everybody. 
That  is  as  it  should  be.   Every  institution  must  have 
checks  and  balances.   No  one  here  has  carte  blanche, 
no  layman,  no  minister  that  I  know  of,  no  choir  member, 
no  council  chairman.   Our  Benevolence  Committee  goes 
out  like  an  investigating  team  to  see  whether  the  vari- 
ous groups  that  are  potential  recipients  of  our  funds 
should  get  this  money  that  has  been  so  prayerfully  and 
generously  given.   We  owe  this  to  you.   We  feel  our 
responsibility. 

If  you  will  level  with  God  through  this  church  and 
begin  to  think  seriously  about  giving  that  which  costs 
you  something,  there  are  two  things  that  we  will  prom- 
ise you  in  return.   The  first  is  that  you  will  be  af- 
forded rounded  contact  with  the  needs  of  men  and  women 
everywhere.   To  use  the  language  of  Wall  Street,  the 
church  is  able  to  provide  you  with  a  good  "investment 
spread."   A  young  doctor  in  Colorado  a  few  weeks  ago 
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rose  to  his  feet  to  say,  "Only  in  the  church  can  I  dare 
to  be  comprehensive  in  my  love  and  love  the  whole  world.' 

We  all  have  our  special  favorite  causes ,  but  what 
is  there  like  unto  the  church  that  touches  so  much  of 
life  in  so  many  places?   An  ordinary  collection  plate 
has  become  an  instrument  by  which  the  contributor  as 
he  sits  in  the  pew  can  touch  every  continent  and  do  a 
work  for  Christ  where  his  own  footsteps  can  never  tread. 

The  other  thing  that  we  can  promise  is  that  we 
will  keep  you  and  your  money  in  touch  with  reality. 
This  church  building  is  endowed  so  that  none  of  what 
we  give  as  Riversiders  goes  to  heat,  and  light,  and 
air-conditioning  -  which  is  a  remarkable  statement  for 
a  pastor  to  be  able  to  make.   Instead,  our  money  goes 
to  relate  us,  as  God  leads  us  to  see  that  relationship, 
to  the  reality  of  life  around  us  -  physical,  mental  and 
spiritual. 

How  much  of  a  connection  with  reality  do  you  have? 
As  I  came  back  from  the  west  coast  on  a  plane  two  weeks 
ago,  a  man  two  rows  up  from  me  suffered  a  heart  attack. 
His  hands  began  to  quake,  moisture  formed  on  his  brow, 
he  lost  the  color  from  his  cheeks.   The  stewardesses 
gathered  around  him.   Oxygen  was  administered.   Eventu- 
ally the  plane  made  an  unscheduled  landing  in  Omaha  so 
that  the  stricken  man  might  be  admitted  to  a  hospital. 
A  man  who  happened  to  be  seated  in  the  same  row  with 
the  stricken  man  moved  back  to  a  seat  near  me  so  that 
the  stewardesses  could  get  to  the  ill  passenger. 

Eventually  one  of  the  stewardesses  came  by  and 
asked  him  to  sign  a  form  as  the  closest  eye  witness  to 
the  heart  attack.   The  man  adamantly  refused,  muttering 
something  under  his  breath  about  now  wishing  to  get  in- 
volved.  Once  the  stewardess  gave  up  pleading  with  him 
he  reached  into  his  briefcase,  pulled  out  a  newspaper 
and  began  to  read  about  the  world  outside.   When  the 
ocean  of  the  world's  need  rolled  up  on  his  little  beach 
he  wanted  no  part  of  it.   He  preferred  a  safe  journal- 
istic distance  so  that  all  the  agonies  and  heart  attacks 


and  failures  of  life  around  him  would  seem  like  so  much 
print ! 

We  offer  you  contact  with  reality.  God  help  us, 
we  live  in  a  world  in  which  a  hero  is  a  sandwich,  in 
which  life  is  a  magazine,  in  which  gusto  is  a  drink,  in 
which  power  is  a  candy  bar,  in  which  joy  is  a  detergent, 
in  which  my  sin  is  a  perfume,  in  which  a  star  is  an  ac- 
tress thrice  divorced,  in  which  the  real  thing  is  a  soda 
pop. 

It  is  to  call  us  out  of  such  fiction  that  the 
church  is  here!   I  will  put  up  Riverside's  record  on 
this  point  with  the  record  of  any  other  Christian  fel- 
lowship anywhere.   We  may  not  always  say  it  right.   We 
may  not  always  do  it  right.   But  we  are  determined  in 
the  name  of  the  incarnate  Christ  to  be  relevant  in  the 
city,  in  the  nation,  in  the  world.   "I  will  not  offer 
burnt  offerings  to  the  Lord  my  God  which  cost  me  noth- 
ing." 


The  thought  this  year  is  that  every  family  should 
be  challenged  to  consider  giving  at  least  three  percent 
of  his  annual  income  to  the  church.   This  figures  out 
in  my  broken  arithmetic  to  something  like  60£  a  week 
for  every  thousand  dollars  of  annual  income. 

Shortly  now  we  will  be  invited  to  put  some  figure 
down  on  a  card.   My  question  is :   "What  will  that  figure 
represent  to  you?"  Will  it  show  a  willingness  to  ac- 
cept a  somewhat  reduced  standard  of  life?  Will  it  rep- 
resent the  postponement  of  some  cherished  consumption? 
Or  will  it  be  something  that  you  do  with  such  ease  that 
it  costs  you  almost  nothing? 

As  I  understand  the  Scriptures ,  the  standard  of 
giving  is  tied  to  the  standard  of  living. 
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"Over  against  the  Treasury- 
He  sits  who  gave  Himself  for  me. 
He  sees  the  coppers  that  I  give 
Who  gave  His  life  that  I  might  live; 
He  sees  the  silver  I  withhold, 
Who  left  for  me  His  throne  of  gold. 
Who  found  a  manger  for  His  bed, 
Who  had  not  where  to  lay  His  head: 
He  sees  the  gold  I  clasp  so  tight  - 
Am  I  a  debtor  in  His  sight?" 

Amen. 
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SERMONS  FROM  RIVERSIDE,   approximately  40  in 
number,  may  be  made  by  sending  a  check  for 
$6.50  payable  to  The  Riverside  Church,   to: 

The  Publications   Office 
The  Riverside  Church 
490  Riverside  Drive 
New  York,  N.Y.    10027 


71/  34 


